
XXIX. Account of ancient Welfh Manufcripts, in a
Letter from William O^en, Efq. F. A, S. to the Rev.
John Brand, Secretary.

Read January 18, 1802.

S I R ,

HAVE fent herewith the two firft volumes of the Archaio-
logy of Wales, as an acknowledgement of my refpeft to the

Society; the archives of which are well adapted to fecure the
longeft duration to a copy of the work, which is of & character
that requires fome precaution of this kind [a].

The contents of the Archaiology of Wales are derived from

The firft of thefe volumes contains the Welfh poetry from the fixth century
to the fourteenth. The moft ancient, or thofe preceding the tenth century, are ar-
ranged under the title of the Cynveirz. The bards of the middle ages follow the
former, under the title of the Gogynveirz* Thefe words imply, the early poets, and
the poets lefs ancient,

The fecond volume confifh of the Triads, which are our ancient traditions, ar-
ranged under that peculiar form ; a form which I admit to be capricious, but which
was probably ufed to fix them better in the memory. After thefe, are our genea-
logies of the founders of the Britifh churches. Several ancient WeMh chronicles
then follow. Thefe are of two kinds. The firft refemble Jeffrey's hiftory, and of
courfe abound with fable. The others are genuine annals of Welfli hiftory, in a
plain fimple form, from the feventh to the thirteenth century. A life of Grufuddab
Cynan, who died in 1137, and written foon afterwards, follows; and fome ancient
divifions of Wales clofe the volume. Other ancient documents of our nation are
now printing.

E e 2 various
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2,1 z Account of ancient Welfli Manufcripts.

various colledions of old manufcripts, preferred, for the molir
part, within the principality; fources but little known to the
inquifitive antiquary; fources of which even the exiftence hath
been doubted by the candid literati; and, I may add, of courfe
denied by the captious, ever more indulgent to their own. preju-
dices, than anxious to inveftigate the truth- But fuchi muft un-
avoidably be the cafe with refped to a people fo circumftanced
as we are in Wales, infulated from the nation at large by the
barrier of a peculiar language: for, in this language is written
every thing deemed worthy of prefervation; and as none ftudy it
but ourfelves, the whole remains, generally fpeaking, unknown to
the reft of the world..

There are fome inftances, indeed, of a few articles having been
prefented to the public, through, the medium of tranflation, by
thofe whofe partiality for the fubjed hath enabled them to over-
come the obftacles, which, in their Situation, thwarted very much
their wifhes to beftow proper attention, to the ftudy of the literary
remains of their anceftors. But they came forward, in all that
fimplicity of heart that is the attendant of truth, without the pre-
caution of being guarded with any kind of defence: for, being
themfelves convinced, by internal evidence, of the genuinenefs of
what they produced, they gave no other opportunity for the cu-
rious to be fatisfied, and thus left every thing open to the attacks
of the infidel.

To multiply the means of introducing the ancient Britifli re-
mains to the world, by other perfons, was, next to their preferva-
tion, the motive which occafioned the Archaiology under confi-
deration to be undertaken by the editors; and, as in the progrefs
of bringing it forward, a fentiment hoftile to the authenticity of
its contents was difcavered to prevail, with confiderable influence,
among men of letters, it was therefore found expedient to prefix

to
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Account of ancient Welfh Manufcripts.

to the volumes a fummary hiftory of the prefent ftate of Welflx
manufcripts.

Before I proceed, however, I cannot help expreffing my fati£-
faction at the happy circumftance, that fuch a doubt of the authen-
ticity of our old writings hath been thrown out, and that fuch an
account hath now become neceflary, while the publication is carried
on; and, more efpecially, while we have thofe manufcripts in ex-
iftence to produce, fo as to convince all thofe who are anxious to
eftablifh the truth of this point, by taking the trouble of making
the neceflary inquiry: for, had it not been done until a century or
two more had elapfed, endangering the ftill farther decay of thofe
mouldering records, at which period fliould the authenticity of the
Welfh. Archaiology be arraigned at the bar of ftrangers to the Ian-
guage of it, by the Hern advocate of truth, ftill uninformed as to
all the internal evidence; then indeed might the votary of our vene-
rable bards attempt in vain to ftem the torrent of popular opinion,
and have only to deplore that rigid fate, which would envelop at
once, with the veil of oblivion, the memorials of a thoufand years
of our hiftory.

In reverting to the propofed account of manufcripts, it may be
of fome importance to obferve, that a very general habit of reading
was created by the bards, whofe fyftem, though declining, hath
continued, in a very confiderable degree, among the common
people of Wales, down to the prefent period; infomuch that va-
rious editions of many hundred books have been 'publifhed in their
language, as appears by a catalogue of them, printed by the Rev.
Mofes Williams, about a century ago ; which is a remarkable fa6t,
and unknown to the world in general. But of thefe books, how-
ever, none bear any proportion, in extent of' circulation, to the
different editions of the bible; for it may be remarked with plea-
fure, that the demand for the fcriptures hath been extraordinary
among fo fmall a population ; as may be conceived from knowing

that
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Account of ancient W.elfh Maiiujhipis.

that nineteen editions, confifting of upwards of one hundred and
thirty thoufand copies, have been called for, fmce the firft trans-
lation of the bible into Welfh.

The invention of printing hath obviated the neceffity of ufing
manufcript books for the common purpofes of reading; but among
a people, circumftanced as the Welfh are, this has not taken place
entirely, even to this day; though the ufc of manufcript^ is gra-
dually diminiftiing, and the bad confequence of it is, that great
numbers of them have been deftroyed, and many more have moul-
dered away in large collections, remaining in old deferted man-
fions: I can certify that fuch a fate hath befallen fonae collections,
from my own knowledge; and am fbrry to be able to point out
three ancient houfes, now in the hands of tenants, in each of
which there are large chefts of old writings, which have been
locked up for many years. It is lamentable to think how many
valuable manufcripts have been loft in this manner; fo that it
may be fafely averred, that a number, equal to what now remains,
hath perifhed through neglect within the laft two hundred years;
that is to fay, fmce the higher ranks of Welflimen have withdrawn
their patronage from the cultivation of the literature of their na-
tive country.

Before that time the bards were patronized, not only by the
natives, but by the lords of the marches, and other ftrangers of
diftin&ion, who obtained poffeffions in Wales, whofe policy it
was to ingratiate themfelves with the people, by encouraging their
ancient learning.

Several of thefe ftrangers even furpafled moll of the natives in
their zeal in this refpe<fl; for, among the moft diftinguiihed pa-
trons of the bards, we can boaft of the following illuftrious names :
Jafper and William Herbert, earls of Pembroke; Richard Nevill,
lord of Glamorgan; and Sir Richard Baflet, of Bewpyr Caftle. T o
the three perfonages laft,named, and Sir Edward Lewis of Van,

we
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Account of ancient Welfh Manufcripts. 215

we owe a grateful remembrance, for being the means of preferving
to us one of the mod curious treasures of ancient times that
any nation can produce; I mean the fyftem containing the infti-
tutes and difcipline of the bards of the Me of Britain, as they
always ftyled it themfelves, but which was more generally known
by the name of Druidifm. For fuch a purpofe the above noble-
men caufed feveral congrefles to be held [ i ] , for the bards to bring
together whatever had been handed down to them from their pre-
deceflbrs; all of which was carefully entered into books, by perfons
appointed to perform that office [c]; this was the ftate of things
in South Wales: a fimilar fpirit prevailed in the north diftridl of
that principality; and of the foreign families who fettled there,
the names of feveral of theSalefburies,* the Middletons, and the
Bulkeleys, ftand distinguished as patrons and writers, whofe me-
mories are ftill revered by the natives.

To fuch a fpirit then is to be attributed the many collections of
valuable manufcripts, which have been formed in different parts
of Wales; and feveral of which ftill remain; and detached volumes
alfo are commonly to be met with, in the hands even of obfcure
individuals. Therefore, according to the neareft calculation that
can be made, we have ftill preferved upwards of two thoufand
manufcript books, of various ages, from the beginning of the
ninth, to the clofe of the Sixteenth century.

The moft valuable of thofe collections are in the pofleffion of
fome of the leading families in the principality; yet feveral others
have been removed out of the country by various means.

Of fuch treafures of Britifh manufcripts the following arc to be
pointed out as moft deferring of attention.

[b] In the years 1467,-1612, and 16S1.
[<:] And it ought not to be forgotten, that the royal fan£tion was obtained from

Henry VIL for holding fuch meetings of the bards, as it is flated in the preface to
the papers which contained the tranfa&ions of one of thofe afiemblies.

In
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,2 \S Account of ancient Wellh Manufcrtpts.

In North Wales, the collections of
Sir Watkin Williams Wynne, Bart, at Wynnettay.
Sir Thomas Moftyn, Bart, at Gloddaith.
^Griffith Howell Vaughan, Efq. at Hengwrt.
Paul Panton, Efq. at Plas Gwyn.
George Leo, Efq. at Llanerch.
Griffith Roberts, M. D. at Dolgeliey*

In South Wales,, the coTle&ions of l

Thomas Johnes, Efq. at Havod.
John Turbervillq, Efq. at Llan A ran.
Herbert Hurft, Efq. at Keibalva, near Llandaf;
David Thomas, Efq. at Trev y Groes, Cowbridge.
~Rev.r Jofiah Rees, at Gelli Gron, near Swanfea.
Mr. Edward Williams, at Elimfton, near Cowbridge.

Outvof Wales,, the colledions of

The Earl of Macclesfield, in Oxfordfliire.
Jefus College, Oxford.
The Britilh Mufeum, London.
The Wellh School, London.
Mr. Owen Jones, London.
Rev. Mr. Kenrick, Exeter.

The principal heads* under which the contents of the before-
mentioned llores of Britifh learning may be claffed, are, Poetry,
Bardic Inftitutes, Laws, Hiftory, Theology, Ethics, n Proverbs,
Dramatic Tales, Grammars.

The firft of thefe clafles, the Poetry, is by far the moll ex-
tenfive; for it may be computed to fill about eight parts out of
ten of our old writings, omitting to take into account the he-
raldric colle&ions all together; but with refped:to the quantity
that is printed, fuch a proportion may be reverfed. On this fub-
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Account of ancient Welfh Manufcr\pt$.

jeft I have made a calculation, fo as to enable me to infer, that I
have perufed upwards of thirteen thoufand poetical pieces of various
denominations, for the purpofe of collecting words, in the courfe
of about eighteen years that I have been compiling the dictionary
of the Welfh language.

Among 167 rnanufcript volumes in t ta Hengwrt collection,
the leading articles of which are detailed by Llwyd in the Archae-
plogia Britannica, the oldeft that I have feen of Welfh poetry, is
the Black Book of Caermarthen; the firft half of which appears
to have been written as early at leaft as the beginning of the ninth
century; but the latter part of it is of later date, being generally
fuppofed the handwriting of Cynzelw, about the year 1160, one of
whofe productions, compofed in that year, being added at the end

the book \d\ The next deferring of notice, for their antiquity,
are

This curious MS. contains, MS. Arch,
Pa^e. Page.

Dialogue between Merzin (Merlin) of Caledonia, and TalieGn . - . , 1 , . 48
T h e Graves of the Warriors of Britain, by Taliefin 32 . . 79 '
Elegy on G^raint, Prince of Devon, by Llywanj Hen 36 • • 101
A fragment of the Profpeft of Dinbyc, by Taliefin 23 . . 67 •
T o Yfcolan, by Merzin (Merlin) , : 41 . . J32
Invocation to the Swine, by Merzin 26 . . 135 *
The Apple Trees, by Merzin 24 . . 150
Moral Verfes, by Elaeth • 35 . . 161
A Moral Ode, by Gwyzno * 50 . . 165
On the Inundation of Cantrev Gwaelod, by Gwyzno , . . • • • • • . , . 53 . . 165
Contention with Gwyn ab Nuz, by Gwyzno , .. 49 . . 165
Dialogue between Arthur, Cai, and Glewlvvyd . . 47 . . ^ 67

A Religious Ode, by Cuhelyn 16 . . 182

T h e fame fubjeft, by Do. , . . . . . . . . . « . - 12 . . 184

The fame fubjeel:, by D o . , , , , , , , , , . , . , , . , 4 , . , . . . < . r . • . . . - , , » 12 • • 1 8A

The lame fubje£t» by Do. , , • . . 41», v 185

T h e fame fubje#, by D Q . - * , , « . , « « • ^«» 0 c « • . . . . » . . , . . . . . . f 5 . , 186

The fame fubje&, by Do. • • . • , , . , , , , , • , , , . . . . . . . i 8 : , ; , 187

T h e fame fubje<3:, by Do. • , . . t > •# •» . • " • • -»•-. * • * • • ? • •.•* • * • • u 44.. •. 1 . J§7
VOL. XIV, F f A Reli-
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2f 8 Account of ancient Welfli Manujlrlpts.

are two volumes of the fame collection, written towards the clofe
of the eleventh century; of which, one is filled with the works
of Talieiin, and the other with the Odes of Aneurin. Tranfcripts
of the more early poetry are alfo numeroufly interfperfed among the
productions of the bards who flourilhed under the aufpices of the
latter princes of Wales, of which there are many copies, as well in
the Hengwrt colle&ion, as among 106 volumes in the Wynneftay
library, and indeed in moft of the colle&ions already enumerated.
The Red Book of Jefus College in Oxford, written about the year
1360, is for the moft part filled with the earlier poetry, mixed
with other pieces, written at various times, down to the date of
the book. I do not pretend to ftate all the manufcripts now ex-
tant, of our ancient poets; of thofe which exift I only mention
what I have {CQVL myfelf. Some collections, as the Earl of Mac-
ctesfield's, which I believe to be valuable, and others I have had
as yet no. opportunity of examining. I hope that fome perfbns*
better qualified than I am, will be induced to give an exa<fl cata-
logue of all our MSS. now in being.

The Bardic Inftitutes were not regularly committed to writing
until they were arranged together under the authority of the eon-
greffes convened by the Englifh noblemen in South Wales, as

MS. Arch,
Page. Page.

A Religious Ode, by Cuhelyn . . . , . . • . . . * . . • • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18 . . 575
The fame fubjetl, by Do. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20 • . 576
The fame fubje&, by Do. # 21 . • 577
The fame fubjeft, by Da. . . . . . . . . . * . • . . . . . . . . . . , . . . » . . . . , . . 23 . . 578
The fame fubjedfc, by D o . , 37 . . 578
The fame fubje&, by D o . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ^ . . . . . . . , . . . , , . 42 . . 579
The fame futrjedi, by Do • • . . ? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 43 . . c8o
To the Birch, by Merzin. - . . . . . . . . . . ^ . . . . . . . . . 24 • . 578
ToaHorfe 42 ..576,185
Moral Verfes, by Lly war^* ^ 45 . .
Vej&s by Gvvyzno . _ . . • . . . . , . , 49 . . 366
dialogue netween Tahefm and U g n ^ qi . . 46

1 already
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Account of ancient WeJfh Manufcripts* 3

already mentioned. . The original manufcripts then drawn up of
fuch Inftitutes, are in the colie&ion of Mr. Turberville, at Llan-
aran, in Glamorganlhire.

Ancient copies of the Laws of the Britons are common in mod
collections : there are eighteen of them in that of Hengwrt; four
in that of Wynneftay; and feveral in the Britifh Mufeum, and
clfewhere : but I have not met-with a late tranfcript, that is, lince
the introdud:ion of paper; for they are all on vellum.

Of Hiftorical Documents, fuch as the Triads, Chronicles of the
Kings of Britain, of the Saxons, and of the Princes of Wales,
copies abound in moft of the collections, written at various times,
in the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries.

Theological Tra6ts, Legends, and Lives of Saints, appear at the
commencement of the fourteenth century.

Our Proverbs began to be gathered together at an early period:
Cadoc, the firft abbot of Llan Carvan, about the clcfe of the fixth
century, ftands at the head of thofe who laboured in this branch,
from whom we have any remains; in the eleventh century the
aged Cyrys of Ial appeared confpicuous in the lame track; again,
in the fifteenth century, Sypyn of Cyveilioc, increafed what his pre-
deceflbrs had done. Colledlively from thefe and others, I have
by me upwards of ten thoufand adages and aphorifms, the refult
of the obfervations of the Britons.

The Mabmogton, or Juvenile Amufements, being a kind of dra-
matic tales, are in themfelves fome of our moil fingular produc-
tions : and I have little hefitation in aflerting them to have been
the origin of romance writing in Europe. It is to be lamented
that, owing to the credulity, or want of penetration in our early
chroniclers, the.high colouring and the ideal a&ions of thefe tales,
were incorporated into our national hiftory; fo that it is from thence
we are to account for the chara&er drawn of Arthur and his
knights, with other extravagancies of a fimilar kind. Detached

F f 2 piece-

Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. INSEAD, on 21 Sep 2018 at 08:27:14, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261340900027405

https://www.cambridge.org/core
https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0261340900027405


220 Account of ancient Welfh MmnfcripU*

pieces of this fort are very common; but there is a iple&did
fure of them in the Heagwrt library.

There are about thirty different old treatifes on Welfli
and profody preferred. Of thefe, one is particularly deferving of
notice, as a curious relick: it was compofed by Oeraint, about
A. D. 880; revifed by Emion* about A. D, lioo; and again bf
Edeyrn, about the yeaf 1370; and regularly privileged by the dif-
ferent princes who then exercifed foveleigfity in Wales.

Such, Reverend Sir, is the brief account* which I prefume to fend
to you, with a defign of giving to the Society fome information
refpe&ing the exiftence, and the general contents of the old ma-
nufcripts, intended to be tranfmitted to pofterity, by means of the
Archaiology under confideration.

I remain,

Reverend Sir,

Your moll humble and obliged Servant*
Ventonjireety Pentonvilfe,

Jan.zi, iBoz. WILLIAM OWEN.

XXX. Ac-
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